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CONTENT READING:
An Appropriate Assertion
of Responsibility
Juliette Reilly
Juliette Reilly Teaches Social Studies
at the Secondary School Level
The dear people do not know how long if
takes to learn to read. I have been at
if all my life and I cannot yet say
I have reached the goal.
-Goethe

Before assigning responsibility for
the teaching of reading, it would
seem prudent to define terms, state
assumptions, and reveal biases, so
that the thrust of my argument will
not be discarded as specious.
Like Mortimer Adler ( 1), I believe
that:
.. . the art of reading ... includes all the same
skills that are involved in the act of discovery:
keeness of observation, readily available
memory, range of imagination, and, of
course, a reason trained in analysis and
reflection. To whatever extent it is true that
reading is learning, it is also true that reading
is thinking (p . 43).

It is critical that the teacher veiw
reading as an activity that
necessarily includes interpretation
and a search for meaning. As Austin
and Morrison (2) note,'' ... reading is
a thinking process, in which the
reader both grasps the author's
meaning and reflects on the
significance of his ideas ... "(p. 35)
Before the teacher can accept
responsibility for teaching reading,
he must believe that reading is a
thinking process, and that it is possible for the student to be trained to
read critically and effectively.
Perhaps, more importantly to be effecttive the teacher must understand
the developmental nature of
reading. In no sense is the ability to
read something we acquire in the
way that we acquire a baseball mitt
or a stereo set; it is a proficiency that
is never completed or perfected.
The acquirement of the ability to
read is on going and the potential
for doing so is present in almost all
learning situations. As Smith (10)
observes, "Today we see that

"Today we see that (reading)
readiness applies to every child ...
every student at every level
in his development encounters new
reading problems and his development of reading skills is a continuing process". (p. 4) If this view of
reading is shared by the teacher, it
would seem to make a strong appeal
that the teaching of reading become
a "cooperative project" shared by
all teachers.
The assumption here is that
reading success is critical to
scholastic success. This view is
rediscovered frequently in the
scholarly opinions of linguists,
psychologists, and educators, who
seem united in this perspective. If
the teacher accepts this view, he
cannot expect to find poor readers
learning his subject matter readily.
A pertinent bias, which is shared
by Thomas Carlyle (3) is that the
raison d'etre of schools is to teach
students to read- to read critically,
to adopt a point of view, to read with
enthusiasm and interest, and to read
as the means for independent learning. If this is an accurate assertion of
responsibility, then certainly the
function of the schocl is the function
of the teacher.
The content teacher, it thus seems,
should take the responsibility for
teaching reading, because otherwise
he cannot teach effectively. If the content teacher is responsible for the
teaching of content, he must
necessarily take the responsibility for
the teaching of reading as well. To the
extent that reading skills are lacking,
content will not be learned.

IMPORTANT CRITERIA TO
EFFECTIVE READING
The selection and provision of appropriate materials is critical to both
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the development of reading and the
learning of content. Materials must
be selected on the basis of criteria
that includes such variables as the
degree of complexity, conceptual
level, vocabulary, and pace. For effective teaching of reading and content, materials must meet considerations of child developmental stages,
of age characteristics, and of sexspecific interests (5). Ideally, they
must afford the opportunity to extend the experience of the reader,
and help the learner better understand himself and the world in which
he lives. Whether the content is
worthwhile, if it has literary merit, if
it provides continuity of growth in
reading skills, habits, and attitudes,
are considerations which must be
brought to bear by the classroom
teacher. Further, decisions must be
made as to whether material contains information relevant to the experience of the pupil, whether there
is a sufficient balance among topics,
if controversy has been edited out,
or if alternatives are, in fact, expressed (4). These and many other
considerations lie within the province of the subject matter teacher.
The skill with which he selects and
provides material will be directly
reflected in the reading and content
learning of his students.
To raise students' comprehension
of content reading material, significant questions must be raised.
"Children," Stauffer (11) notes,
"can only be led to intelligent inquiry by teachers who are critical
readers themselves, and who ask
questions which encourage evaluation:' (p. 29) . As the teacher
demands evidence of support for
statements, defines and clarifies
terms, as he demands reaction and
its expression, he encourages and

fosters habits of critical reading that
will inevitably lead to the learning of
subject matter . Judging an author's
purpose, his competence , and the
value of his ideas; exposing his bias
and distinguishing fact from opinion, reality from fantasy, and inference from literalness, are all
necessary to developing reading
competence, as well as ingesting
content.
Interest and the motivation to read
cannot be separated from the
motivation to learn subject matter.
The teacher is in a unique position
to promote and stimulate interest in
his subject and in reading by his
choice of materials, by his personal
enthusiasm, and by the sharing of
direct and vicarious experiences
relevant to the subject being
studied. Incentives and inducements to learn, and the promotion of curiosity in books are one
and the same. The reading experience cannot be neutral. It will
engender responses of some kind,
the nature of which will depend
partly on the instructor (8). Feelings
toward learning in large part reflect
feelings toward reading; a desire for
independent learning is nurtured by
well-developed reading skills.
The effective teaching of content
entails prompt detection of reading
strengths and weaknesses. Immediate evaluation may prevent a
serious reading (and thus, learning)
problem from developing. The subject teacher is in a position to make
constant observations and appraisals of reading behavior. He can
mount the "on-going, continuous
evaluation of reading ability that is
necessary to student growth in learning." (7, p. 50) The most critical
aspect of evaluation is, the realization that widespread individual clifferences do exist and must be dealt
with. "Today's teacher in an
average tenth grade classroom,"
Marksheffel (7) reminds us, "will
have some students who are reading
from six to nine grade levels above
the poorest readers. In many instances the range of differences in
students' reading achievement wiil
be even greater': (p. 47) When we
view reading as part of a
developmental program, we see that
each child's present level of skills,
his background, interests, and
abilities must be considered. Detecting and evaluating reading problems and dealing with individual

differences are necessary aspects of
effective content teaching. Good
reading evaluation can encourage
students to make optimal use of their
abilities to learn subject matter.
Content area reading requires
special techniques that the reading
of sports pages or comic books
doesn't in the same sense require:
setting purposes, adjusting rate,
relating old and new information,
surveying, and summarizing to
name a few. Different strategies for
different disciplines further involve
the classroom teacher in teaching
reading in order to teach content. It
is incumbent upon the content
teacher "to identify the purposes of
instruction and to identify the
reading and thinking skills required
to achieve those purposes ... He must
isolate the skills that require
development. .. The development of
a child's thinking skills for a content
subject should be integrated with
the books he reads." (6, p.17)
To teach content means then, to a
large degree, to provide proper
reading materials, to raise significant questions regarding the
materials, to stimulate interest in
reading, to evaluate reading skills,
to provide for individual clifferences, and to teach reading skills
that are specific to a discipline. The
nature of content teaching demands
the teaching of reading.
Perhaps this argument is stated in
its most compelling form by the
behaviorist B.F. Skinner. In his
apologia for determination, About
Behaviorism, he wrote: "We cannot
choose a way of life in which there is
no control. We can only change the
controlling conditions." (9, p.18) In
teaching, as in every aspect of life,
influences of one kind or another
abound. The classroom experience
will be controlled by some
strategies, by some decisions, by
some designs, either random or purposeful. The teacher who takes control and conscientiously plans and
directs his efforts toward providing
the tools for life-long learning, has
accepted the responsibility that is
rightly his.
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